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Mercury astronaut in the MASTIF
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Space Power Chamber

Between 1958 and 1960, the lab refocused its efforts almost 
completely towards the space program. Although the AWT had 
already played a prominent role with the Mercury Program, its 
continued use was in question. Unwilling to let this historically 
significant facility fall into obsolescence, NASA Lewis 
administrators decided to convert the tunnel into vacuum 
chamber. 

During this conversion process, two massive bulkheads were 
installed inside the tunnel, creating two vacuum chambers. It 
also included rewelding the tunnel’s joints, installing a new 
vacuum pump house, and creating a dome that could be 
removed to insert test equipment. On September 12, 1962 the 
Altitude Wind Tunnel was officially renamed the Space Power 
Chamber or SPC.
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Conversion of AWT to SPC 
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Bulkhead installed inside AWT
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Vacuum pumps installed in SPC
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Centaur

In 1961, Center Director Abe Silverstein convinced 

NASA to transfer the Centaur Program from Marshall 

Space Flight Center to NASA Lewis. A mock-up 

Centaur rocket was installed in the Space Power 

Chamber to study entire systems tests in a space 

environment. The other end of the tunnel was used 

for shroud separation tests. These tests contributed 

to the Surveyor, Orbiting Astronomical Observatory, 

and many other Centaur missions.



National Aeronautics and Space Administration

www.nasa.gov 37

AWT today


